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Introduction 
Understanding the measurement and determinants of human rights attitudes has significant social and 
policy implications for advocacy and activist organizations. The strongest contributions to academic 
understandings of human rights attitudes come from political psychology. This field, however, often 
disagrees on the measurement and determinants of human rights attitudes. Most academic work 
analyzes human rights attitudes by surveying respondents in Western, democratized nations and uses 
college-aged samples. Newer work uses sociological theories to explore differences in human rights 
attitudes using internationally representative samples and relies on existing international surveys. This 
paper offers a critical review of academic work analyzing human rights attitudes, advocates for the use 
of existing surveys to make international comparisons, and moves towards sociological theories that 
emphasize social location, group and self-interests, expanded views of political beliefs and behaviors, 
and the growing importance of new forms of citizenship in the world society. 
How do we measure human rights attitudes? 
Constructing valid, reliable, and generalizable measurements of human rights attitudes is challenging 
and most of these measurements suffer from significant limitations, including what dimensions should 
be considered. Studies alternate in their focus on individual’s attitudes towards human rights 
endorsements, commitments, enforcements, and restrictions. Many construct their own scales or 
combine existing scales with their own newly devised ones (Avery 1988; Barrows 1981; Cohrs, Maes, 
Moschner, and Kielmann 2007; Doise, Spini, Jesuino, Ng, and Emler 1994; Getz 1985; McFarland and 
Mathews 2005; Moghaddam and Vuksanovic 1990). This approach leads to a lack of consistency in the 
field, which we trace to overreliance of centralizing civil and political rights attitudes in the literature. In 
response, we advocate for an innovative approach that should be used in future research. We suggest 
scholars use existing international surveys with population representative sampling techniques and 
draw on formal sociological frameworks including self-interest, political ideology, and world polity 
theory.   
The surveys and samples used in the majority of human rights attitudes analyses are 
problematic because of their lack of generalizability, skewed sampling techniques, and small sample 
sizes. Highly specific questions such as one focusing on the role of the US President in mediating ethnic 
conflict between the Hutu and Tutsi in Rwanda during the 1990s does not necessarily translate to 
international, non-American audiences (McFarland and Mathews 2005). The atrocities in Rwanda are 
internationally recognized as among the worst human rights violations in modern times, to be sure, but 
questions about the role of the American president are unlikely to elicit similar responses regardless of 
psychological disposition when asked of people living in the global South.  
Many studies using these innovative questionnaires measuring a host of human rights attitudes 
rely on very small samples of college students (Crowson 2004; Crowson and DeBacker 2008; Diaz-
Veizades, Widaman, Little and Gibbs 1995; Kennedy, Hahn, and Lee 2007; McFarland and Mathews 
2005; Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, and Schulz 2001). A quick survey reveals that most political 
psychology studies about human rights attitudes use college students for their entire sample. Samples 
typically range from just over 200 to less than 500 respondents. While this technique has its advantages, 
studies show that college students hold liberal views towards democratic participation and political 
activism and the rights of minorities (Kennedy et al. 2007; Torney-Purta et al. 2001), thus skewing 
results. Small sample sizes also make generalizing results difficult.  These surveys and studies are not 
representative of the larger national populations, much less international populations.  These problems, 
however, can be avoided by using existing surveys that are random, representative, and include greater 
numbers of participants. A few studies (Carlson and Listhaug 2007; Clark and Hall 2011; Davis, Murdie, 
and Steinmetz 2012; Levanon and Lewin-Epstein 2010) are beginning to make use of this strategy to 
analyze human rights attitudes -- we advocate for the continued use of this methodology, but also its 
continued expansion through additional testing. 
A final challenge is which dimension of human rights attitudes gets emphasized as the outcome 
of interest. One of the earliest analyses of human rights attitudes (Diaz-Veizdaes et al. 1995) developed 
the Human Rights Questionnaire. An analysis of the 16 item survey allowed the authors to develop four 
themes: support for an adequate standard of living, the belief that individual civil and political rights 
should be limited, the belief that basic rights should be accessible by all, and the belief in rights to 
privacy. Crowson (2004) builds conceptually on Diaz-Veizades et al. (1995) but uses a different 
instrument, the Attitudes Toward Human Rights Inventory. The Inventory includes questions that the 
author suggest would give educators a better understanding of the specific factors related to each 
dimension of human rights discussed above. Despite this development in constructing human rights 
attitude measures, some suggest lingering problems of vague specifications and sources of rights, the 
inclusion of items not generally considered as basic human rights, and the problem of potentially 
shallow social desirability masked as a deeper understanding and embracing of human rights (McFarland 
and Mathews 2005).  
McFarland and Mathews (2005) develop outcomes that measure endorsement, restriction of, 
and commitment to, human rights. As part of this, they develop a new measure called Human Rights 
Restriction that is operationalized through the statement “Loyal citizens should be given full 
constitutional rights but disloyal citizens should not expect to be given all those rights.” Human Rights 
Commitment comes from new questions asked by McFarland and Mathews (2005) and is measured as 
“…a preference for human rights policies and goals even in the face of costs to the nation.”  Building on 
these approaches Cohrs et al. (2007) developed a questionnaire sent out to American participants just 
after the World Trade Center attacks on September 11, 2001. The authors developed human rights 
attitude measures that reflected endorsement, restriction, and enforcement, but also included new 
measures of human rights knowledge and self-reported human rights activity.  Another set of studies 
examines human rights attitudes within the context of the War on Terror using an instrument that 
includes 52 items measuring support restricting human rights and civil liberties (Crowson DeBacker, and 
Thoma 2007; Crowson and DeBacker 2008). The consequence of these various efforts are a contested 
view of what should be included in a human rights measure, little consistency between studies for 
further testing, and an over complexity of measurement resulting in a scattered field that evaluates 
potentially very different concepts. 
Adding to the over complexity of measurements, studies of human rights attitudes that draw on 
college student samples in developed, democratized nations prioritize Civil and Political Rights (CPRS) 
over Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ESCRs). Historically, the USA and nations in Western Europe 
emphasized CPRs as prime while Eastern European and East Asian nations prioritized ESCRs (Ven, 
Dreyer, and Pieterse 2005). In developing regions such as Latin America, where newly democratizing 
nations in the 1980s and 1990s face very recent and violent histories, the emphasis has often been on 
CPRs. Many nations in Central and South America also deal with problems of economic and social 
discrimination (Uggla 2004). Numerous studies in this growing body of research focus almost exclusively 
on measures of CPRs as their outcome variable (Cohrs et al. 2007; Crowson 2004; Crowson and 
DeBacker 2008; Crowson, DeBacker, and Thoma 2005, 2006; Diaz-Veizades et al. 1995; Moghaddam & 
Vuksanovic 1990), although some also include measures of support for social and economic rights 
(Crowson 2004; Diaz-Veizades et al. 1995; Ven et al. 2005). Studies based on existing surveys and 
international samples, however, do not prioritize one set of rights over another and instead use broader 
questions about national respect for human rights and individual endorsement of and participation in 
human rights movements (Anderson, Regan and Ostergard 2002; Clark and Hall 2011; Davis et al. 2012), 
although they too often overemphasize CPRs - such as freedom from torture and state repression - in 
their country level analyses.  
To overcome the challenges in constructing measures of human rights attitudes we advocate for 
a dual approach. First, we believe researchers should continue to develop society specific surveys. 
Academic, political, and civil communities can use this strategy to gain a better understanding of views 
on human rights within national frameworks as well as monitor respect for and violations of human 
rights. The unfortunate side of this approach again is the problem of applicability across cultures and 
societies of culturally and historically specific surveys. Therefore, we suggest a second approach to 
counter the limitations of culturally specific human rights questionnaires: the use of international 
surveys that already address human rights. One of the goals of universal human rights projects is the 
widespread applicability of rights to all individuals irrespective of the nativity, their nationality, or other 
social statuses. Policy makers, educators, social researchers, and civil society organizations can improve 
their human rights efforts by understanding the total population’s attitudes towards human rights. The 
most generalizable method of measuring human rights attitudes in large international samples of 
everyday people is the use of existing surveys that have begun asking questions about human rights. 
Many existing international surveys ask respondents about their attitudes towards human rights 
generally as well as within specific contexts or social situations. International social surveys have begun 
using human rights language. For example, Clark and Hall (2011) use the World Values Survey to analyze 
the individual determinants of human rights attitudes using questions that measure individual human 
rights endorsement and national commitment. In the next sections we discuss the perspectives that are 
the foundation for analysis of human rights attitudes and why they might benefit from more cross-
national comparison. 
Determinants of Human Rights Attitudes 
Studies in this area explain human rights attitudes using cognitive, motivational and ideological 
psychological factors. Most are some extension of Social Dominance Theory which explains attitudes 
through legitimizing myths that reinforce power structures and inequalities (Cohrs et al. 2007; 
McFarland and Mathews 2005). The most popular and widely supported psychological factor is Right 
Wing Authoritarianism (RWA). RWA is the concept that some people hold a strong desire for social 
control and so espouse beliefs of submission to authorities, traditional norms, and even aggression 
towards outsiders. Those with higher support of RWA may also believe in restricting human rights, 
especially to minority groups. Many studies adapt this approach and it finds wide support (Cohrs et al. 
2007; Crowson and DeBacker 2008; Crowson et al. 2005, 2006; Moghaddam & Vuksanovic 1990; Swami, 
Nader, Pietschnig, Steiger, Tran, and Voracek 2012). Other factors tested in this approach include ways 
of thinking and understanding the world (Cohrs et al. 2007; Crowson 2004; Crowson and DeBacker 2008; 
McFarland and Mathews 2005; Swami et al. 2012), the effects of moral reasoning and empathy 
(Crowson 2004; McFarland and Mathews 2005), and religious ideology (Cohrs et al. 2007; Crowson and 
DeBacker 2008; McFarland 2005). 
 Socio-demographics are also widely controlled for in studies of human rights attitudes, though 
they are often poorly conceptualized. Sociologists and public opinion scholars often frame this approach 
using self-interest theory. Self-interest theory asks is people primarily decide what policies to support 
based on whether they will benefit personally. The literature offers some support for and some 
evidence against this perspective (see Pontusson and Rueda 2010 for summary). Often in sociological 
research, studies test self-interest by using several socio-demographic variables that are highly 
correlated with different interest.  For example, income is a demographic variable that correlates with 
how likely someone will be to support increasing or decreasing taxes resulting in program expansion or 
cuts. Studies consistently show that women have higher support for human rights endorsement and 
commitment and lower support for human rights restrictions (Crowson and DeBacker 2008; Diaz-
Veizades et al. 1995; Kennedy et al. 2007; Hertel, Scruggs, and Heidkamp 2009), although at least one 
does not (Swami et al. 2012). A few studies show that education is a significant predictor of human 
rights attitudes (Diaz-Veizades et al. 1995; McFarland and Mathews 2005), though when using samples 
limited to college students’ education becomes a moot point. Regardless of some inclusion of groups 
with theorized self-interests, this perspective is not consistently tested or supported in the literature 
and deserves more investigation.  
Many studies in political psychology conceptualize political ideology as an extension or related 
to other forms of psychological ideologies. Although we do not contest this, we suggest that because of 
the explicitly political nature of human rights, political explanations of human rights attitudes deserve a 
broader conceptualization and set of measurements. The field currently focuses on ideology as the main 
political predictor of human rights attitudes. Those who identify with left political parties are more likely 
to support human rights endorsement and commitment and less likely to support restriction (Cohrs et 
al. 2007; McFarland and Mathews 2005; Hertel et al. 2009). We suggest that, similar to the construction 
of human rights attitudes measures, political explanations be more broadly conceptualized as ideology 
(restriction), beliefs (endorsement) and behaviors (commitment). A broader conceptualization of politics 
in this way encourages the inclusion of measures of left-right ideology scales, beliefs/confidence in 
political systems, and specific actions such as voting, protesting, and joining unions that show 
commitment. Our approach more closely connects politics to society through the expansion to beliefs 
and behaviors.  
Citizenship and the world society 
The development and spread of universal human rights heavily influence contemporary ideas about 
what it means to be a citizen, what is required to be a citizen, and the rights of citizens versus 
noncitizens. Modern ideas of citizenship and universal human rights share many commonalities. T. H. 
Marshall (1964) defines citizenship in terms of rights and shows (in Great Britain) that civil, political, and 
most recently social rights developed in waves in the 18th, 19th, and 20th Centuries. He defines civil rights 
as the freedom to move and work, political rights as freedoms to vote and participate in democratic 
activities, and social rights as guarantees to primary educations, quality healthcare, and adequate 
incomes. The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1946) guarantees all of these and more. It 
extended these rights beyond citizenship and institutionalizes them through international human rights 
treaties, sponsoring National Human Rights Institutions, and working with national and international 
nongovernmental organizations. Marshall’s (1964) ideas of rights only extend to those with national 
citizenship status, while the UN’s human rights apply to all regardless of their nativity status. World 
polity theory suggests that contemporary nations are encouraged to adopt human rights norms because 
they are embedded in an international system of countries and institutions that promote and spread 
universal human rights practices and ideas. As a result of participation in these globalized networks, 
rates of individuals self-identifying as global citizens because of their participation in transnational 
networks have increased in recent decades. This is especially true for migrants, whom help to spread 
cultural norms supportive of human rights (Clark and Hall 2011). Most studies analyzing human rights 
attitudes do not employ sociological, world society explanations of the spread of human rights or links 
to changing views on citizenship. Though some studies (Diaz-Veizdaes et al. 1995; Kennedy et al. 2007;  
McFarland and Mathews 2005; Torney-Purta et al. 2001) in the area do test the effects of citizenship 
and individual engagement with global ideas on human rights attitudes and citizenship, this is an 
exciting new area with few studies (Clark and Hall 2011; Davis et al. 2012). We discuss the results of 
studies that test individual citizenship, nationalism, and globalism indicators, as well as two key studies 
that use world polity theories to explain variation in human rights attitudes across international 
samples, and advocate for the continuing expansion of this line of research. 
Diaz-Veizdaes et al. (1995) correlate Kosterman and Feshbach’s (1989) Nationalism-Patriotism 
Scale to questions from the authors’ Human Rights Questionnaire. The Nationalism-Patriotism Scale asks 
questions about the strength of citizen’s identities and the perceived role of their nation in global 
politics.  This is one of the first studies to link citizenship identity indicators of nationalism (superiority 
and dominance) and patriotism (national pride), internationalism (sharing resources) and world 
government (internationalizing political and military power) to human rights attitudes. The study finds a 
strong positive correlation (r = .5) between human rights questions on civilian constraint, or the limiting 
of individual CPRs, with nationalism and a moderate negative (r = -.44) correlation with civil liberties. 
The study also finds a moderate positive correlation (r = .46) between human rights questions of social 
security, or adequate standard of living with access to ESCRs such as housing, food, and medical care, to 
internationalism (Diaz-Veizdaes et al. 1995).  A more recent study (McFarland and Mathews 2005) 
shows that their measure of globalism, an index of national vs. global foreign policy goals, is strongly and 
positively correlated (r = .56) to Human Rights Commitment and moderately and negatively correlated (r 
= -.38) to Human Rights Restriction.   
Some researchers connect citizenship and human rights to women’s and immigrant’s rights 
using the IEA Civic Education Study (Kennedy et al. 2007; Torney-Purta et al. 2001). The survey 
constructs scales of citizenship that focus on the concept of citizenship, or conventional citizenship and 
social movement citizenship, expected participation, attitudes to immigrants’ rights, and attitudes to 
women’s political and economic rights (Kennedy et al. 2007). Kennedy et al. (2007) compare 
percentages of responses to the IEA between Australian, Hong Kong, and US samples of college 
students. They find that an overwhelming majority of respondent agree or strongly agree with the 
statement that good citizenship means taking part in activities that promote human rights (Australia 
69%, Hong Kong 80%, and USA 84%). They find similar support for statements that suggest women 
should have comparable political and economic rights as men and for statements that immigrants 
should not be restricted in access to ESCRs, such as education, and CPRs, such as voting. Torney-Purta et 
al. (2001) show in a larger sample that women have stronger support for both women’s and immigrant’s 
rights.  
Applying a sociological framework, two studies (Clark and Hall 2011; Davis et al. 2012) rely on 
neoinstitutionalist explanations that locate nations in embedded networks of international 
organizations. These networks internationalize universal human rights through cultural scripts and 
practices such as shaming. Both studies use the World Values Survey, draw an international sample of 
nations across levels of development, and focus on survey questions that ask specifically about human 
rights endorsement, commitment, restriction, and activity.  Clark and Hall (2011) situate individual level 
indicators within the world society framework to explain human rights attitudes. The study examines 
the impact of citizenship on participation in human rights organizations, endorsement of human rights 
values, and belief in national respect for human rights. The results indicate that having nativity status is 
associated with lower levels of support for and participation in international human rights. The authors 
also include a country level analysis with the Amnesty International state terror ratings, a strong 
measure of restriction of civil and political rights in a country based on reports of repression. They find 
an association between migration and telecommunications flows and migration lead to better scores on 
the political terror scale. This finding supports the framing of migration as an indicator of embeddedness 
in the world society. Davis et al. (2012) investigate the impact of state terror, human rights organizations 
presence and their shaming practices, and other national level indicators on perceived respect for 
human rights in the nation. They find that increased state terror or repression alone does not affect 
respondent’s assessment of national respect for rights. The shaming activities of human rights 
organizations have a large impact on these attitudes. These results support the idea that international 
organizations play a significant role in promoting and enforcing human rights and thus influence human 
rights attitudes. The results from both of these studies show strong support that the interconnections of 
individuals and states in international networks affect individual’s human rights endorsement, 
commitment, and activity. Their only real limitation is that neither study tests individual and state 
factors in the same models. 
Connecting attitudes towards citizenship, national and global identities, and the global 
knowledge and priorities of individuals to human rights attitudes using a world society theoretical 
framework is a developing area. While not all the studies discussed in this section use the world polity 
framework, they show the promise of the theory with indicators that suggest individual location, 
participation, and embeddedness in global society impacts human rights attitudes (Diaz-Veizdaes et al. 
1995; Kennedy et al. 2007; McFarland and Mathews 2005; Torney-Purta et al. 2001).  
Discussion 
There is a need for valid and generalizable measurements of human rights attitudes, especially when 
comparing international samples of everyday people.  Understanding determinants of human rights 
attitudes gives activists, policy makers, and scholars insights into why everyday people might reject 
human rights norms, support human rights movements, or join human rights organizations.  Using 
comprehensive theoretical approaches allows us to move beyond purely psychological theory to 
sociologically-centered explanations that emphasize social interests, locations, and the growing 
influence of global culture. 
The field of political psychology makes strong contributions to the development of human rights 
attitudes measurement and their determinants. However, the field relies largely on small samples of 
college students that do not necessarily reflect the diversity of peoples and attitudes found in the global 
North or South. The studies in this area are also limited in viewing human rights attitudes through the 
lens of psychological constructs that emphasize thought process, social dominance, and authoritarian 
beliefs. Not enough consideration is given to individuals and groups in societies with unequally 
distributed power and resources. Similarly, political psychology does not conceptualize politics broadly 
enough. Viewing the politics of individuals through their ideology, beliefs, and actions expands the 
explanatory power of these factors through a sociological lens that emphasizes differences the role of 
beliefs and actions. Finally, this literature does not consistently link changing ideas of citizenship, 
nationality, and globalism and the shifting location of individuals and nations in the ever-expanding 
world society to human rights attitudes. 
Two developments allow researchers to overcome these problems: the development of large-
scale social surveys, such as the World Values Survey, that uses international samples and asks explicitly 
about human rights and the ability of world polity theory to explain the internationalization of universal 
human rights norms through embedded networks of individuals, nations, and international institutions. 
This enables researchers to compare the determinants of human rights attitudes across cultural contexts 
and over time using international, and population representative samples. These same surveys also 
contain multiple human rights questions that ask individuals about their personal endorsement, 
commitment, and restriction of human rights as well as their perceptions of their country’s treatment of 
human rights. Explaining differences in human rights attitudes using world polity theory represents 
advancement in a field that has primarily relied on individual psychological explanations. While political 
psychology has contributed a great deal to our understanding of human rights attitudes, sociologists can 
bring new understandings through the emphasis of social location, self and group interests, broadened 
views of politics, the importance of changing national identities, and embeddedness in the international 
world society. 
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